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 ABSTRACT: This article looks at the debate 

surrounding the smart city concept in theory 

and practice using the proposed Smart Labs 

development in Quayside, Toronto as a case 

study. My approach has been to familiarize 

myself with the details of the case and the 

controversy surrounding it through a literature 

review and through consulting individuals who 

were involved, as well through looking at the 

broader literature on smart cities. As a planning 

educator, I observe a tendency on the part of 

students to consider new technology in an 

uncritical fashion, and the goal here is to 

promote critical thinking not to dismiss smart 

cities outright.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO ‘SMART CITIES’ 

The topic of ‘smart cities’ is a complex one 

that laypeople can have difficulty wrapping 

their minds around. There are many 

overlapping and conflicting definitions, but the 

essence is a city where the built environment is 

embedded with a large number of sensors (the 

‘Internet of Things’ [IoT]) which enable 

masses of information (‘big data’) to be 

gathered synchronously and interpreted using 

data analytics,1 thus permitting real-time 

responses to real-time issues. For instance, a 

city could be wired to track the flow of traffic 

and alert road users to areas of congestion and 

alternative routes to take. 

 

Smart city technology can be implemented   

from the building scale all the way up to the 

region. Specific areas where it has been applied 

include traffic and transit management, energy 

and water conservation and provision (for 

instance, alerting consumers to personal 

consumption and establishing water bans 

during drought periods, or altering price 

regimes), waste management (automating the 

collection of garbage, compost, and recycling), 

crime reduction/ enhanced security (identifying 

‘hot spots’ and alerting the public and/or 

enhancing policing in those areas), health 

enhancement (telling people when they should 

stay indoors because of poor air quality), and 

citizen involvement in decision-making – for 

instance, voting on preferred design or 

planning options on-line. Because the field of 

smart cities is high tech and cutting edge it has 

a certain ‘wow’ factor that has been attracting 

attention from planners and municipal officials 

alike (Robertson, 2019). 

As Mann, et al. (2000) note, smart cities can be 

developed piecemeal or be purpose-built as a 

whole. One of the most advanced examples of 

a purpose-built smart city is Songdo outside 

Seoul in South Korea, which is structured 

around an international airport to attract 

business customers on 1500 acres of land 

reclaimed from the Yellow Sea (Lobo, 2013). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Data analytics has been defined as “the science of analyzing raw data in order to make conclusions about that information. Many of the 

techniques and processes of data analytics have been automated into mechanical processes and algorithms that work over raw data for human 

consumption.” See https://www.investopedia.com/terms/d/data-analytics.asp. 
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Songdo is comprised of a dense business hub, 

with a mix of residential and commercial land 

uses, a cultural complex (with an auditorium, 

etc.), golf course, state-of-the-art mall, and 

educational institutions. It also features an 

abundance of green space, including numerous 

bike lanes, canals, and is generally low carbon, 

in part because of the lack of diesel-powered 

garbage trucks. Instead, all waste is collected 

by underground tubes that suck it out of homes 

and businesses to a central facility where it is 

processed and deodorized (ibid.). However, for 

all its technological bells and whistles, Songo 

has been cited as being somewhat sterile, and 

has not attracted as many residents and 

customers as had been anticipated (Poon, 2018; 

Howell, 2018). This is not to say that smart 

cities are inherently not livable, but neither are 

they inherently so. Singapore has been held up 

as a city with a high quality of life, but it also 

has its detractors, but this may have more to do 

with its political culture that with its 

‘smartness’ (see Tan, 2020). Another 

community striving to become a 

comprehensive smart city is the Huikkavaara 

District in Oulu, northern Finland, which will 

feature a mix of residential, employment-

related and municipal land uses, with a 

projected population of 20,000, and jobs for 

many more. It will be built as a test lab for It 

will be built as a test lab for innovative design,  

especially with an orientation to the rigours of 

cold northern living (Oulu Smart City, 2020). 

There are a number of other cities with aspects 

of smart city design, including London (UK), 

New York, Kansas City (MO), San Diego, 

Vienna, Barcelona, Tokyo, Melbourne, Hong 

Kong, Dubai, and many more (see Shea and 

Burns,2019). Additional ones exist in China, 

Brazil, India, Nigeria, South Africa, Algeria,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and Tunisia (Robinson and Coutts, 2019). 

According to Mann, et al. (2020), 240 cities in 

the European Union have also proclaimed 

themselves to be smart cities, which could be 

more aspirational than actual. Clearly, the 

‘smart city’ phenomenon is an exploding trend. 

 

POSSIBLE BENEFITS AND CONCERNS 

ASSOCIATED WITH SMART CITIES  

Various possible benefits and concerns have 

been identified as being associated with smart 

city technology. Amongst the benefits are that 

energy and resources can be conserved and 

waste efficiently managed, as consumption 

could be monitored in real time, thus 

contributing to urban sustainability; quality of 

life could be enhanced for urban residents 

(through constant course correction) by 

reducing pollution, traffic congestion, and 

crime; and citizen participation could be 

enhanced by democratizing access to 

information. An example of the latter is 

NanaimoMap which enables citizens to look up 

zoning, development proposals, parcel 

boundaries, environmentally sensitive areas 

and more on a digital map of the city arranged 

in data layers. Smart city technology can also 

enable citizens to report infrastructure in need 

of repair, such as London (England’s) “Fix My 

Street,” a software program also used in other 

parts of the world (Fix My Street, n.d.). In 

theory, smart city technology can also be used 

to facilitate direct democracy in municipal 

governance in other ways, by expanding the 

modes through which people can participate. 

They could feed information into databases, as 

with “Fix My Street,” but they could also 

potentially vote on-line or engage in digital 

discussions about current issues. Of course, 

this would favour people who have existing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

access to the Internet, which not everyone 

does. The potential downside of smart cities is 

it can become a case of technology for its own 

sake. In many cases the existing analogue 

systems are working quite well, like the radio 

stations that alert drivers as to where the traffic 

snags are by means of helicopter surveillance. 

There is a danger that planners and municipal 

officials will forget what all this technological 

wizardry is for. Masdar, the low-carbon/ 

renewable energy city being developed in Abu 

Dhabi, is an impressive feat of architecture and 

sustainable technology, but it is being created 

in a top-down fashion as a showpiece for the 

United Arab Emirates, and will be accessible 

only to tourists and the very rich. As Nicholas 

Ourosoff has suggested, "[w]hat Masdar… 

represents is the crystallization of a global 

phenomenon” whereby the world is divided 

“into refined, high-end enclaves and vast 

formless ghettos where issues like 

sustainability have little immediate relevance" 

(cited in Kirk, 2013, n.p.). When built out, 

Masdar will have more robots to serve its 

residents than residents themselves (Osberg, 

2014). This raises concerns, not only about the 

impact of smart city technology in eliminating 

jobs, but also in eliminating many of the 

human interactions that lubricate social life and 

enhance the overall livability of cities. 

A second danger is that the technology will be 

used to subject citizens to even more 

surveillance than they already face. We have 

seen how surveillance, which was already 

widespread in many cities in China and the 

U.S. and elsewhere before the COVID-19 

crisis, has exploded in its wake. The Chinese 

government has been deploying police with 

‘smart helmets’ with infrared cameras that can 

detect people with fevers from 10 meters away  

 

 

 

 

 

 

and, using facial recognition software, the 

person’s name (Wainwright, 2020).2 

‘Electric fences’ have been used in Taiwan to 

determine if quarantined persons have left their 

homes, drones are being used in China to track 

vehicles and, in the U.K., they have been used 

with loudspeakers, to order people to go back 

inside (ibid.). Obviously, some of this is useful 

in attempting to control the spread of a 

pandemic. But there is a point beyond which it 

reinforces already-existing authoritarian trends.  

China uses ‘smart’ lamp posts, with facial 

recognition software, in Hong Kong to spy on 

protestors, facial recognition software on the 

Mainland to racially profile non-Han Muslim 

minorities, and data collection techniques to 

reward or punish citizens of China based on the 

state’s definition of ‘trustworthy’ citizens 

(Mann, et al., 2020). The Chinese are also 

exporting this pernicious technology to many 

other repressive states around the world (Mann, 

et al, 2020). 

Before COVID-19, in 2014, IBM constructed a 

huge control centre for the city of Rio de 

Janeiro that has integrated thirty agencies’ data 

so that officials can keep track of utilities, 

traffic control, and criminal activities in the 

city 24/7, and which helps direct the city’s self-

described ‘neighbourhood pacification’ 

program. It was also used to suppress protests 

against the 2014 FIFA World Cup and its 

impacts on socially disadvantaged groups 

(Capener, 2018; Mann, et al., 2020).3 The trend 

towards urban cyber-surveillance is growing 

apace, and we should be concerned.  

Daniella Fergusson (2020) 4  raises the issue of 

whose needs will be served by smart 

technology and who is likely to be victimized. 

People of colour are often invisible when it 

comes to their needs, but in a policing context 

 

 

2 Wainwright makes a number of other claims about the data these helmets can collect, but these claims cannot be verified. 
3  For a history of “urban dashboards,” see Mattern (015). 
4 See Fergusson (2020) for a discussion of this issue. 
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context they are often singled out for ‘special 

attention,’ as with recent deaths of George 

Floyd and Breonna Taylor in the U.S. (BBC 

News, 2020; Oppel, Jr. 2020), and the recent 

deaths or beatings of Black and indigenous 

people in Canada (Singh, 2020). Smart 

technology could enhance existing racial 

profiling through ‘predictive policing’ (Mann, 

et al., 2020).4 Even if this were not to occur, it 

will certainly be used against dissidents and 

human rights activists and undoubtedly already 

has (Dougherty, 2020). As often occurs, what 

are described as ‘temporary’ measures, in this 

case in relation to COVID-19, have a sneaky 

way of becoming permanent (ibid.). 

A final concern, one that will be addressed in 

the case study, is that of soliciting data from 

citizens, often without their knowledge, to sell 

them products and services, a phenomenon that 

that Barns (2020) has variously referred to as a 

‘platform urbanism’ or ‘platform capitalism.’ 

This is not something that municipal officials 

are likely to do. However, in areas where they 

largely cede control to tech companies, it is a 

real risk. We have seen how Google and 

Facebook data-collection capabilities were 

manipulated to target voters to influence how 

they would vote in the 2016 U.S. presidential 

election and in the UK Brexit referendum 

(Scott, 2018; Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 

2018). Social media platforms harvest vast 

amounts of data on individuals, from their 

Internet searches and even from their cell 

phone use, to influence individuals’ consumer 

and/or political behaviour (Zuboff, 2020). 

Some cities already have hidden transmitters 

that broadcast ads directly to people’s 

smartphones based on the private data they are 

capable of detecting (Capener, 2018; Germain,  

 

2019). Currently, the major tech companies 

like Facebook, Google, IBM, and Microsoft are 

gathering massive amount of data about 

people, without their permission, which then, 

according to Shoshana Zuboff (2014, p. 1), are 

“manufactured into behavioral predictions that 

are about us, but [which] are not for us. nstead, 

they are sold to business customers in a new 

kind of market that trades exclusively in human 

futures. Certainty in human affairs is the 

lifeblood of these markets, where surveillance 

capitalists compete on the quality of their 

predictions. This is a new form of trade that 

birthed some of the richest and most powerful 

companies in history.” Sidewalk Labs’ sister 

company, Google, is amongst the biggest of 

these. 

THE CASE STUDY: SIDEWALK LABS’ 

PROPOSED ‘SMART” PRECINCT IN 

QUAYSIDE, TORONTO5 

 

Figure 1: Site for the Proposed Sidewalk Labs 

community (see 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/) 

Source: Waterfront Toronto (2019a) 

 

At the Sidewalk Labs community at Quayside 

in Toronto, there would have been, as 

Robertson (2019, p. 4) describes, roads made 

with interchangeable heat pavers to melt snow 

and ice, heated   bike   and    pedestrian   paths, 

driverless cars, self-driving transit shuttles, 

parks and promenades with various art and 

amusements, a thermal loop heating system, 

photovoltaics on roofs and façades, a waste 

management system operated by robots, an 

automated underground delivery system, 

canopies that would be retractable, and 

wireless connectivity. It was also a goal of the 

designers to find a way to manage the elements 

to enable people to spend more time enjoying 

the outdoors during inclement weather. In this 

context, it is understandable why people might 

be drawn to this seemingly utopian vision of a 

city precinct. 

On the other hand, apart from some small 

posted signs indicating that people living in 

and traversing the space would be under 

surveillance, Quayside would have constituted 

an urban zone on Toronto’s waterfront where 

everything that happened there would be 

subject to surveillance, and the resulting data 

would become grist for Sidewalk Labs to 

develop and sell ‘smart city’ technologies. As 

Robertson (2019, p. 2) notes, “[e]verything and 

everyone in the zone [would] become the 

‘subject’ of a mega-data stream of behavioural, 

personal, technical, and facility, information 

collected by thousands of cameras and sensors 

that Google [would] mine, manipulate and 

profit from.” Moreover, it would have served 

as a “lab where the model [would have been] 

incubated and tested for global markets” (ibid). 

 

 

5 For a more detailed background history, see Robinson and Coutts (2019). 

MORE GENERALLY WHAT SIDEWALK 

LABS WAS PROPOSING AND HOW THE 

PROCESS UNFOLDED 

In the partnership agreement between 

Waterfront Toronto6 and Sidewalk Labs, 

eleven different ‘pillars’ were put forward. 

These included more inclusive mobility, 

whereby motor traffic could co-exist with 

cycling and walking. A stimulating public 

realm was sought to deliver enjoyable and 

usable public spaces. The buildings would be 

modularized to make them flexible and 

adaptable for changing uses – for instance, 

with movable walls. Community and city 

services would be accessible through digital 

technologies that would enable residents to 

communicate more directly and in ways that 

would be potentially empowering. The 

development proposed to enhance 

sustainability by creating a zero or even 

negative-carbon emissions community by the 

buildings on site producing more energy than 

they consume. There would be a digital 

platform layer that would be seamlessly 

integrated into the built environment. Privacy 

and data governance would be robustly 

managed. There would be pilot projects and 

early actions to help further define the long-

term vision for the community, with potential 

to expand to a much larger site in the future. 

There would be a strong effort to build in 

adequate provision for affordable housing in 

the area. There would be a research institute 

focused on job creation and economic 

development. And there would be a focus on 

integrated planning and development.7  

 

 

  

 

6Waterfront Toronto is a collaboration of the three levels of government that began in 2001, and which is aimed at rehabilitating and redeveloping the 
formerly industrial Toronto waterfront (DeCarlo, et al., 2020; see also 

https://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/nbe/portal/waterfront/Home/waterfronthome/about-us). 
7"Plan Development Agreement between Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation and Sidewalk Labs LLC" (PDF). Sidewalk Toronto. 
Waterfront Toronto and Sidewalk Labs LLC. July 31, 2018. For the Sidewalk Labs web site and description of the project, see 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/. 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/
https://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/nbe/portal/waterfront/Home/waterfronthome/about-us
https://web.archive.org/web/20181127094844/https:/sidewalktoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Plan-Development-Agreement_July312018_Fully-Executed.pdf
https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/
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The process, from start to aborted finish, was 

relatively short. Beginning in March 2016, for 

nearly a year, Waterfront Toronto conducted 

research by which to frame the request for 

proposals (RFP). On March 17th, 2017, it 

launched an international RPF call. Two 

months later it announced its short list of 

candidates and, on September 11th, 2017, 

determined that Sidewalk Labs was the 

successful bidder. By October 16th, an Initial 

Framework Agreement was cemented and the 

next day the successful candidate was 

announced. It is interesting that the first public 

Town Hall introducing the project was held 

sixteen days after the proponent was chosen. 

Another major event occurred a little over a 

year later. After the Auditor-General claimed 

that there had been irregularities in the bidding 

process, including the possibility that SWL had 

had inside information, the province fired its 

three representatives on the Waterfront board 

(including the chair), and replaced them with 

four more (Oved, 2019). The deal between 

Sidewalk Labs and the Waterfront Trust 

meanwhile remained secret. The only Toronto 

civic official to have seen the agreement, as he 

was simultaneously a member of the 

Waterfront Toronto board, was City of Toronto 

councilor, Denzil Minnan-Wong who, in 

January 2018, told his fellow members of the 

Council Executive “I know enough about the 

agreement that I think you would like to know 

more about [it before you approve anything]” 

(qtd. in Goodman and Powles, 2019, p. 459). 

Less than a year after that, concerns about data 

privacy and how data would be managed began 

to circulate and, in response, Waterfront 

Toronto created a Digital Strategy Advisory 

Panal 

 

Panel (DSAP) to examine these and related 

issues (Waterfront Toronto, 2019).  

On June 17th 2019th, SWL finally released its 

sprawling 1500-page Master Innovative 

Development Plan (MIDP). In it, amongst 

other things, the company revealed its 

ambition, previously only hinted at, to expand 

the development site from 12 acres to the full 

190 acres up for future development. It also 

sought to address privacy concerns by 

proposing a neutral Data Trust whereby 

Canadian tech companies would also have 

access to the data resulting from the 

community. Sidewalks said it would “de-

individualize” (anonymize) any data before 

using it themselves, but that it would be up to 

other companies to take that step on their own. 

This was perceived as not going far enough; 

three members of the Waterfront Trust 

threatened to resign, and one did so (Oved, 

2019). 

The document spawned a number of other 

protests and concerns from the community and 

Waterfront Toronto itself (DeCarlo, et al., 

2019), some of them organized under the 

heading of #Block Sidewalk, inspired in part by 

Shoshana Zuboff and endorsed by her 

(DeCarlo, 2020). This led to intense 

negotiations between the two sides, resulting in 

a new agreement released on October 31st 

2019th, thereafter referred to as the ‘Halloween 

Agreement.’ It contained a number of 

provisions: privacy management would be 

shifted from SWL’s proposed Urban Trust and 

instead be put directly under the control of 

Waterfront Toronto; Waterfront Toronto would 

retain governance control over the development 

rather than SWL; the latter would have to share 

development of the site with other developers, 

and the significant write-down on the land 

value of the 12-acre site would be revisited.8 

However, some critics felt these changes were 

more cosmetic than substantive (DeCarlo, et 

al., 2019). 

Civic consultation continued, organized by the 

company, Waterfront Toronto, and the City of 

Toronto (City of Toronto, 2020). This 

consultation took the form of both public 

hearings/ meetings, as well as opportunities for 

interested citizens and organizations to submit 

comments electronically (Fergusson, 2020).9  

Finally, amid ongoing controversy, on May 7th, 

2020, Sidewalk withdrew on the pretext that 

Covid-19 had rendered the project no longer 

economically viable.10 

FACTORS THAT LED TO THE 

PROJECT’S DEMISE AND LESSONS 

LEARNED 

At the outset, the project for developing what 

was to be known as Quayside in the waterfront 

area of Toronto had support from all three 

levels of government, though the City of 

Toronto played a largely behind the scenes role 

(DeCarlo, 2020). Justin Trudeau was present 

and made the announcement on October 17, 

2017 that the project would go ahead (Casey, 

2017). 

 

 

8 According to Fergusson (2020), the 12 acres, or 2.7 million square feet of developable land, in the area that SWL was proposing to develop  had, on 

the basis of the existing zoning, been given a value by Waterfront Toronto of almost $88 million. Members of Waterfront Toronto, not content with 
that figure, commissioned an independent audit which revealed that the land was actually worth $570 million – six and a half times that amount! (see 

also Bozikovich, 2019). 
9 SWL had proposed to spend millions on its public outreach program (Ferguson, 2020b). For a description of SWL’s ‘public participation’ plan, see 
Sidewalk Labs (2019).  
10 See Quayside/ Waterfront Toronto: Project Timeline. https://quaysideto.ca/project-timeline/. 
11 Google’s current Canadian headquarters is in Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario, about 115 km. away from Toronto. Google was proposing to relocate it 
to the Toronto waterfront. 

However, cracks in the façade began to appear 

early on. First, as mentioned, charges were 

levelled by the provincial auditor that Sidewalk 

Labs had insider information that privileged 

their bid (McLeod, 2018). Moreover, the 

promise of relocating the Canadian Google 

headquarters, and creating a new “innovation 

hub” (Vincent, 2019), on the Toronto 

waterfront1 was seen by some as an unfair 

bargaining chip (Bozikovic, 2017). Also of 

concern was the fact that, somewhat 

ominously, SWL was re-naming the proposed 

‘public space’ in the district as ‘open space,’ 

suggesting that the company would be in 

charge of who would be able to use it. The 

neighbourhood was also to be governed by 

different rules and regulations than the rest of 

the city, and would even have its own private 

security force, which was troubling to many, as 

it smacked of an independent private fiefdom 

within the city as a whole (Cardoso & O’Kane, 

2019). 

Second, critics both inside and outside the 

Digital Strategy Advisory Panel and Waterfront 

Toronto began to raise concerns about how 

robust the protection of residents’ privacy 

would be. SWL’s own privacy advisor – Ann 

Cavoukian, Ontario’s former Privacy 

Commissioner –  finally resigned, saying “I had 

no other choice,” and that “I wanted this to 

become a smart city of privacy – not a smart 

city of surveillance" (O’Kane, 2018, p. B8; 

CBC, 2018). After members of Waterfront 

Toront 

 

https://quaysideto.ca/project-timeline/
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. 

Waterfront Toronto threatened to resign, the 

latter ruled that any private data collected be 

under its control, not SWL’s, and that it was 

not to leave the country (Johnson, 2020). 

Another friction point, as mentioned, was 

SWL’s desire to massively expand the scale of 

the project, though some critics insisted that 

there was always a tacit understanding between 

the company and Waterfront Toronto that it 

would grow beyond the initial site, especially 

since a number of the proposed infrastructural 

systems would not have been economically 

viable at the 12-acre scale (DeCarlo, et. al., 

2019). Furthermore, SWL had wanted to be the 

sole developer, but Waterfront Toronto ruled 

that the company would have to share 

development rights with other developers who 

had complained about being shut out of the 

project (SmartCitiesWorld, 2020).  

There were also concerns expressed about the 

extent to which the City of Toronto would be 

redirecting needed resources from other parts 

of the city to service the site, the quality of the 

community consultation process, which largely 

occurred after SWL’s proposal had been 

chosen as the winning bid, and the amount of 

affordable housing (Robertson, 2019). The 

amount of residential space Sidewalk 

envisioned was far less than the existing zoning 

allowed; instead a majority of the site would 

have been comprised of commercial and retail 

spaces (DeCarlo, et al., 2019). The amount of 

“deeply affordable” housing proposed by SWL 

was small (5%), while much of the remaining 

rental was to be at market rates. Many of the 

cheaper units were to be micro-suites of 300  

 

square feet, and even dormitory-style housing 

with shared kitchen and bathroom facilities 

(ibid.).  

Critics noted that the development would be 

receiving massive subsidies: the $1.25 billion 

spent on redirecting and naturalizing the Don 

River (already underway), the $1.2 billion to be 

spent on a Light Rapid Transit line to the 

immediate area,12 the $500 million dollar write-

down on the site’s land value, and the over 

$900 million dollars that the City would have 

to pony up to pay for the affordable housing 

component. People began to ask: if the public 

sector has to pay all these bills to subsidize a 

private corporation, why not develop the site 

itself (Robertson, 2019)? 

The reason that SWL gave for pulling out was 

the changed business climate occasioned by the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Doctoroff, 2020), but 

others were of the opinion that the company 

had alienated potential supporters by its 

arrogance and its insensitivity to how Toronto’s 

political landscape works (McGrath, 2020). 

Even some businesspeople were critical of the 

project and questioned whether the company 

could be trusted to safely manage the collected 

data (Cecco, 2019). The CEO of Blackberry, 

Jim Balsillie, was rather pungently quoted as 

saying that Sidewalk Toronto is not a smart 

city, but rather a "colonizing experiment in 

surveillance capitalism attempting to bulldoze 

important urban, civic and political issues" 

(qtd. in Vincent, 2019). Mann, et al. (2020) 

argue that Sidewalk did not enjoy sufficient 

‘social license’ to pursue the project. Given the 

pushback from sectors of Toronto society, the  

 
12One leaked memo, from Sidewalk Labs (SWL) to its parent company, and reported in the Vancouver Sun (Oved, 2019), suggested that SWL 
envisioned possibly paying for the LRT to the larger 190 acre site if granted the right to develop it, in exchange for which it wanted to be allowed to 

collect property taxes, development fees, and benefit from the value uplift from rezoning (Oved, 2019; Vincent, 2019). This had been central to its 

financial scheme in the Hudson Yard redevelopment in New York – i.e.to raise private bonds to pay development costs to be repaid through resulting 

revenues (TRD Nation, 2019). 

company may have decided to pick up its 

marbles and seek greener pastures elsewhere.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

A key issue for planners and municipal officials 

is whether all the technology promoted by the 

tech companies and those enamoured of the 

smart city concept is needed to address 

everyday urban issues, such as housing, 

transportation, health care, and safety. If there 

are cost-effective applications, then certainly 

these should be investigated. However, as 

Fergusson (2020b) points out, there is a danger 

that the software or hardware could quickly 

become obsolete, leaving municipalities in the 

position of having to replace it all at 

considerable expense. Moreover, one must be 

very wary of giving tech companies anything 

like a free hand in urban development, as was 

proposed in Quayside where Sidewalk Labs 

would have had the right to put in place its own 

quasi-municipal rules and regulations. As it is 

planners’ responsibility to safeguard the public 

interest, it is essential that rigorous privacy 

protection frameworks (including legislation) 

be in place before the tech companies be given 

too much freedom. It may be better to keep the 

reigns in government hands and, if necessary, 

to subcontract any technical tasks, as needed, to 

specialists, but within a closely defined 

purview purview. There may be a role for smart 

city elements, but these should be approached 

with a critical eye to make sure they serve 

people and have the effect of reducing our 

global ecological footprint and not serve 

corporate interests first and foremost.13 

Given their past behaviour, we have reason to 

believe Google and the other firms, like Side- 

 

 

-walk Labs, in seeking to infiltrate the urban 

planning realm, are not doing so in order to 

serve the public interest, but because there is 

money to be made (Bliss, 2018). When it 

comes to the development of smart cities, the 

tech companies are rather like the agrochemical 

companies claiming they want to rescue 

humanity from future famine by selling 

genetically modified crops, when in reality 

their commitment is to their own corporate 

bottom line. As DeCarlo, et al. (2019) point 

out, Google has a rather atrocious ethical track 

record, and this in itself should be cause for 

concern. In future, the relationship between 

municipalities and high-tech firms may become 

even closer than it is today, in part because 

implanting smart city technology could be seen 

as helping with branding and attracting capital 

investment (Sterling, 2018). The downside of 

that, as Goodman and Powles (2019, p. 457) 

ably note, is that “[p]romises of urban 

innovation innovation unite cities’ need for 

help with technology firms’ need for markets 

and [these] are rarely subject to evidentiary 

burdens about projected benefits (let alone 

costs).”  

An alternative model for meeting cities’ needs 

is what Barcelona calls “technological 

sovereignty.” The goal of technological 

sovereignty is to “use digitisation to benefit all 

citizens and transition to a more sustainable, 

democratic, equitable, and circular city” 

(Adjuntament de Barcelona, qtd. in Mann, et 

all, 2020, p. 16). As Barcelona’s Deputy 

Mayor, Gerard Pisarell, notes “[i]n a 

democratic city, technology should serve to 

digitally empower citizens, to protect their 

privacy from abuses from the public and 

private 

 

13 For a deeper discussion of these issues, see Green (2019). 
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private powers… (qtd. in Mann, et al., 2020, p. 

17).14 As Shoshona Zuboff (2014, n.p.) has 

written so eloquently, "if the digital future is to 

be our home, then it is we who must make it 

so."15 
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